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MORAL CONFLICTS IN TEACHING PROJECT WORK: A
JOB BURDENED BY ROLE STRAINS
Tero Vartiainen
Turku School of Economics
tero.vartiainen@tse.fi
ABSTRACT
This case study concerns moral conflicts identified by instructors on a project course in
information systems education. Students on the course in question are expected to acquire
project-work skills through implementing a project task for a real-life client. Data about moral
conflicts was gathered by means of participant observation and interviews, and a
phenomenographical approach was taken in the analysis. Six types of moral conflicts were
identified, reflecting two aspects of the phenomenon. The first relates to conflicts involving outside
parties and task-related and human issues and the second to deliberation about performing
morally wrong acts or upholding relations. The core problem area in the instructor’s work became
visible in the form of inherent role strains and the need to react to conflicting expectations from all
parties. The underlying source of the strains was the clash between the objectives of the clients
and the learning aspect promoted by the university. This and three other types of strain made the
instructor’s work mentally demanding and morally challenging. Recommendations for dealing with
these moral conflicts and role strains are given. Finally, the study is evaluated against the
principles laid down for interpretive research.

Keywords: project-based learning, project work, small-group guidance, university-industry
relations, role strain, role conflict, professional ethics, moral conflicts
I. INTRODUCTION
Project work is a commonly used method in the IT field and is considered an essential component
in educating future computer professionals [Gorgone at al. 2002]. The benefits of project courses
are evident in that students acquire communications skills [Pigford 1992; Fritz 1987], and teambuilding and interpersonal skills [Roberts 2000; Ross and Ruhleder 1993], for example. In cases
in which student projects are implemented for real-life clients [Green 2003; Watson and Huber
2000; Cotterell and Hughes 1995; Tourunen 1992; Brown et al. 1989] rather than being purely
hypothetical, students gain valuable experience for the start of their careers. Indeed, collaborative
student projects are a common form of industry-academia collaboration in the IT field [Ziegler
1981; Bergeron 1996]. This kind of collaboration benefits industry by producing results and
opening up contacts with students—who are possible future employees. However, project
courses are recognised as complex to manage and demanding for teachers [Moses et al. 2000]
1
—and for teachers there are moral issues to deal with [Fielden 1999; Scott et al. 1994]. For
1

Moral and ethics are used synonymously in many studies. In this study, for the sake of
simplicity, I use the term “moral.”
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example, the level of commitment may be inconsistent in the group, or a group member may
misbehave. If the teacher intervenes, he or she exercises power. Indeed, the student-teacher
relationship is not equal as the teacher has power over students or pupils (in terms of the
knowledge to be transferred and of grading, for example). Thus teaching as such is perceived as
an inherently moral activity [e.g., Tom 1980; Fenstermacher 1991; Joseph and Efron 1993].
Joseph and Efron [1993] state that dialogue about moral education extends beyond the specific
curricula or ethical codes to considering the teacher as a moral agent, who confronts and
resolves moral conflicts in his or her daily work. The discussion about ethical codes and ethics
teaching in curricula continues in the field of computing [e.g., Bynum 1992; Anderson et al. 1993;
Johnson 1994; Berleur and Brunsstein 1996], but moral issues from the teacher’s perspective
have been rarely touched on. Therefore, it is worthwhile to investigate teachers’ lived experiences
of moral conflicts in any educational institute and in any field of study in order to increase our
ability to resolve them.
2

My aim in this study is to identify moral conflicts perceived by instructors on a project course in
computing. I used participant observation in order to determine the moral conflicts that I as an
instructor confronted during my work, and I interviewed other instructors about the moral conflicts
they perceived in their work. In the data gathering and analysis I adopted the
phenomenographical approach, the aim of which is to describe qualitatively different ways of
experiencing the investigated phenomenon. Phenomenography is concerned with the secondorder perspective, which means that the researcher describes some aspect of reality as
conceived of by individuals, whereas the first-order perspective means that the researcher
describes the reality as he or she perceives it [Marton and Pang 1999]. It was in this spirit that I
analysed the perceptions of instructors—including my colleagues—and my own experiences.
Six types of moral conflicts were found along two dimensions. The first dimension relates to
outside parties and to task-related and human issues and the second to deliberations about
performing morally wrong acts and maintaining relations in socially complex situations. Failure in
moral behaviour (e.g., negligence in connection with work tasks) caused some instructors to
confront relations-directed moral conflicts in terms of reacting to such behaviour. The professional
morality of the instructor was revealed in the task- and human-related conflicts in the form of role
strain, meaning that an actor experiences difficulties in meeting role expectations. Role strain is a
broader term for role conflict, which means that the actor confronts conflicting or competing
expectations [Secord and Backman 1964, 468]. The instructor’s work was found to include
various and even competing expectations, which the subjects interpreted as morally relevant.
These expectations, which stemmed from clients, students, other instructors, and even the
subjects themselves made the work of guiding small groups morally problematic and mentally
demanding. This was especially the case for novice instructors. Other significant moral conflicts
were related to collaboration with local IT firms, the different roles the instructors had (e.g.,
researcher, friend), and how they should treat each other.
This study is focused on moral conflicts. The reader should be aware that this perspective leads
to an over-negative image of being an instructor on the chosen project course. There are plenty
of positive experiences, however; seeing students develop their professional career potentials,
the thrilling solutions they produce for the firms, and the constant development of one’s own
capabilities make this work worth the effort it requires.
Following this introduction, Section 2 positions this research in the existing literature. The
research design is described in Section 3, and the resulting categorisation of moral conflicts is
presented in Section 4. Section 5 reflects on the results in the light of the existing literature on
moral conflicts in teachers’ work. In addition, the section evaluates the research, and presents

2

In this study, university teacher is a general term meaning any teacher in a university
department. An instructor is a university teacher who leads the project course or guides student
groups in the course.
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recommendations for instructors in terms of managing moral conflicts and role strains on project
courses. Section 6 concludes the paper.
An earlier version of this paper appeared in Vartiainen [2005a].
II. MORAL PSYCHOLOGY AND THE TEACHER’S WORK
This section first introduces a general model of moral behaviour and presents certain theories of
moral conflicts, which provide the theoretical background for confronting such conflicts. The ethos
of the teacher and the experiences of teachers of computing on project courses are then
discussed.
THE FOUR COMPONENT MODEL
James Rest [1984, 1994] combined the existing research on moral behaviour in a four component
model. These components consist of four simplified and overlapping processes through which an
individual may fail in acting morally. The main features of these components are briefly described
below (there is a multitude of studies underlying each component but they are not referred to
here). The four components are:


Moral sensitivity (recognition of moral conflicts);



Moral judgment (judging which course of action is the most justified);



Moral motivation (why be moral?); and



Moral character (the psychological strength to carry out a line of action).

Moral sensitivity implies awareness of how our actions affect other people. It also involves being
aware of alternative actions and how those actions affect other parties. For example, certain
teachers may not notice that they favour boys at the expense of girls, but when someone points
this out they may begin to observe their own behaviour in a new light. Moral sensitivity is a key
component in recognising moral conflicts [Clarkeburn 2002] —it is possible that an individual
does not observe that the decision-making situation has moral relevance.
Moral judgment is about judging which courses of action are the most justified, and this
component rests on Kohlberg’s [1981] theory of moral development. Kohlberg's [1981] six stages
of moral development are based on the notion that individuals’ problem-solving strategies
progress to higher stages as they develop. On the higher levels, they have better decisionmaking tools and, although they are able to understand lower-level arguments, they no longer
prefer them. As a brief example, stage 4 in Kohlberg’s theory relates to maintaining law and
order. An individual representing that stage in the resolution of moral conflicts argues on the basis
of adhering to the laws of society. On the other hand, someone representing stage 5, the
legalistic approach to social contracts, takes a “society-creation” attitude in basing his or her
argumentation on a critical analysis of what individual rights and standards should apply to the
whole of society.
Moral motivation refers to prioritising moral values above non-moral values. Here a moral agent
asks, “Why be moral?” For example, if one perceives lying as morally wrong and is in a position
to profit economically by lying, one has to choose between an economic value (profit) and a moral
value (honesty). If one chooses to lie, one has failed in terms of moral motivation.
Moral character refers to the psychological strength to carry out a line of action. A person may be
weak-willed and if others put enough pressure on him or her to act immorally, he or she may fail
in this component.
The above-mentioned psychological processes, the components, combined form outwardly
observable moral behaviour, and there are dependencies between them [Myyry 2003]. For
example, the moral reasoning and values one upholds have at least moderate interdependency.

Moral Conflicts in Teaching Project Work: A Job Burdened by Role Strains by T. Vartiainen

Communications of the Association for Information Systems (Volume 20, 2007) 681- 711

684

In this study, although decision-making and the implementation of decisions on moral conflicts
are present in the perceptions of the instructors, the focus is on collecting descriptions of such
conflicts in their work. The results therefore depend on the instructors’ moral sensitivity to moral
conflicts.
MORAL CONFLICTS
A moral conflict in this study refers to a morally relevant decision-making situation in which the
fulfilment of a moral requirement is at stake. A distinction is made between a moral conflict and a
moral dilemma: the former is perceived as resolvable and latter as insolvable [Hill 1996; Nagel
1987]. In a dilemma a moral agent [Gowans 1987, 3]:
1. morally ought to do A;
2. morally ought to do B; but
3. cannot do both, either because B is just not-doing-A or some contingent feature
of the world prevents it.
Typically, the moral agent in a moral dilemma feels mental anguish and helplessness about the
situation, and this assumes major significance to that particular individual [Statman 1995, 7]. For
some people abortion and euthanasia are examples of moral dilemmas. In the case of a
resolvable moral conflict the moral agent is able to produce a defendable solution. As an example
of such a situation, an IT professional was pressured by a client representative to implement a
low security level in a system containing sensitive information about the employees of the client
organisation [Anderson et al. 1993]. In the present context the interpretation would be that the IT
professional faced two conflicting moral requirements: to implement the client's demands, and to
guarantee the confidentiality of the employees' information. In addition to conflicting duties and
obligations [Lemmon 1987, Nagel 1987], egoistical impulses have also been recognised to be
factors in real-life moral conflicts. According to Packer [1985], real moral conflicts usually consist
of a struggle between principles or obligations and one’s inclinations or egoistic impulses. Selfinterest, together with concern for others, relationships and justice, are visible in the results
reported by Gillian and Krebs [2000]. They asked 60 students to describe themes in given moral
conflicts and then assigned the answers to four main categories and various subcategories (in
parenthesis):


Upholding justice (procedural justice, combating immorality, positive reciprocity,
normative order, general utilitarian considerations);



Upholding the self (self-autonomy, consequences to the self, consequences to selfrespect, consequences to self-reputation, others’ respect for and trust in the self);



Upholding others (caring for others, respect for others and their rights and autonomy,
listening to, considering and understanding perspectives, adapting the self’s response to
anticipated reactions of others, positive social influence, putting oneself in others’ shoes);
and



Upholding relationships (maintaining relationships, quality of relationships, trust and
honesty in relationships).

The researchers pointed out that the subjects interpreted all the dilemmas identified in the study
as involving predominantly care-based or justice-based issues.
THE TEACHER’S MORAL ETHOS
Oser [1991] distinguishes three types of cognitive morality in the context of the teacher’s ethos.
The first of these, normative morality, refers to reasoning about hypothetical courses of action in
decision-making situations. This kind of reasoning is insufficient in terms of producing actions in
concrete situations, but it is used in research on moral judgement, in Kohlberg’s [1981] studies,
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for example. The second type, situational morality, refers to the real-life situations in which the
individual is required to act. The deliberations are more complicated in these decision-making
circumstances than in the hypothetical cases because the situational facts, such as the social and
psychological aspects, influence the moral reasoning. Third, professional morality refers to
functional, professional acting, which at first sight seems to be nonmoral in nature. For example,
the case of a teacher grading students knowing that poor grades may negatively affect their
futures shows the conflictual nature of the teacher’s work. From his extensive interviews with
teachers, Oser found that the ethos of the teacher and teaching problems could be reduced to
three variables, justice, caring, and truthfulness (Figure 1). In the previously mentioned case of
the teacher grading her students, caring and justice conflicted in that the teacher is concerned
about the future of her students, but she also recognises that her treatment of them should be
fair.

Figure 1. The Teacher’s Ethos Model [Oser 1991]
The literature on computing contains few references to moral conflicts in project courses or in
educational settings in general. Scott et al. [1994, 112] consider some moral issues concerning
project courses:
a) loners do not work well with others and want to "do their own thing"; b) whistle blowing
may not be done for various reasons; and c) handling the typical work ethic where "a few
students do most of the work, some do just enough to get by and some do almost none.”
These moral issues relate to individual students’ acts and behaviour in the group. From the
instructor’s viewpoint assigning meaningful grades is ethically difficult [Scott et al. 1994]. For
example, whom should the instructor believe when a student or a team complains that another
student or team is not doing its share of the work? How should the instructor react if a student
complains that he or she would have been much more successful than other students in
accomplishing the project objectives?
Fielden [1999] describes her experiences from over 10 years of conducting a student project
course. Moral conflicts in student projects have emerged in the relationship between users and
students when the users have had unrealistic expectations about what the students can
accomplish. Conflicts also emerge when the student group does not come up with what was
agreed when the contract with the client was signed. The same kinds of conflicts arise if a student
from the group claims that he or she is able to accomplish something the group cannot do (due to
a lack of skills and expertise among the members), or if there are different individual commitment
levels inside the group. Dubious work practices in a client organisation may also produce
conflicts.
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III. RESEARCH DESIGN
This section begins with a presentation of the research method used—phenomenography. It
continues with a description of the chosen course setting and the data gathering, and ends with
an analysis of the data.
PHENOMENOGRAPHY
The phenomenographical research method was developed at Gothenburg University in order to
study human understanding of specific phenomena [Marton 1992]. The aim is to identify and
describe qualitative variation in individuals' experiences of their reality [Marton 1986, 31]:
Phenomenography is a research method adapted for mapping the qualitative different
ways in which people experience, conceptualise, perceive, and understand various
aspects of, and phenomena in, the world around us.
The aim of a phenomenographic researcher is to attain a holistic view of a selected phenomenon,
and—according to Marton [1995, 178] —this is possible because there are a limited number of
qualitatively different ways to experience it:
…had the number of potential aspects (we are talking about essential aspects that define
the phenomenon) been infinite, we could have experienced every situation, every
phenomenon differently, each one of us. … We have variation and resemblance in our
way of viewing the world. In order for this to be the case the number of critical aspects
that define the phenomenon must be limited. And the number of critical aspects must be
limited because we learn to experience them by successive differentiations from each
other. Oversimplifying things a bit, the different ways of experiencing a phenomenon
reflect different combinations of the aspects that we are focally aware of at a particular
point in time.
What is characteristic of phenomenography is the aim to capture conceptualisations that are
faithful to individual experiences of the selected phenomenon. Those conceptions, which are
typically gathered by means of interviews, are then categorised and the relations between the
categories are further explored [Francis 1993, 69]. A phenomenographic researcher seeks
qualitatively different ways of experiencing the phenomena regardless of whether the differences
are between or within individuals. He or she tries to achieve a so-called second-order perspective
on the investigated aspect of the reality. This is attained by describing the conceptions of a group
of individuals—instead of taking the first-order approach and describing the reality directly, which
is the convention in ethnographical studies (Figure 2).

Person A

Phenomenon
Second
order

First order

Researcher

Figure 2. The First- and Second-Order Perspectives [Uljens 1991; Järvinen 2001]
Awareness, like all concepts, has two aspects: the "what" or referential aspect, which
corresponds to the object itself, and the "how" or structural aspect, which relates to the act
[Marton and Pang 1999]. The former refers to what the mental act is directed toward. In
phenomenological terms it is known as noema, which stands for what is experienced [Ihde 1979,
44]. The “how” denotes the different aspects of the phenomenon that constitute its overall
meaning. In the phenomenological context it is called noesis, which stands for the experiential
mode [ibid.]. To understand the whole we must understand both the object and the mode of a
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person’s mental acts [Uljens 1991, 84]. The structural aspect relates to how the phenomenon is
discerned from its environment and how the different parts relate to each other [Isomäki 2002,
63].
There are two characteristics of phenomenography that make it a promising method for the
purposes of this study. First, the aim of the research method is to show the qualitative variation in
which a certain population understands something [Järvinen 2007]. The aim in this study is to
determine what individual instructors perceive as moral conflicts in their work and what these
individuals are able to describe is therefore dependent on their moral sensitivity [Rest 1984].
Second, the interest in phenomenography is both in the object itself and in how it is experienced.
As far as moral conflicts are concerned, we are able to express our conceptions of them (the
“what” aspect), and we have intentions in our acts regarding what is right/good or wrong/bad (the
“how” aspect). This being the case, phenomenography may be even an ideal medium for
studying moral phenomena.
In order to collect descriptions of moral conflicts, I used participant observation and interviewed
instructors on a project course given by the IS department of a university in Finland. The course
and its functioning are described following.
A DESCRIPTION OF THE CHOSEN PROJECT COURSE
The name of the course was at that time the Development Project course, briefly, the DP course,
and the aim was to educate students in project-work skills (e.g., group work, planning, leading,
and communications) through the implementation of a project task for a real-life client. The
pedagogical roots of the course lay in experiential learning [Kolb 1984] and project-based
learning [Helle et al. 2006]. From the instructors’ viewpoint the yearly process of the DP course
was divided into four phases: preparation, start-up, guidance, and follow-up (Figure 3).

Preparation

Preparation
Start
up
Guidance

Follow-up

April

May

Follow-up

June

July

Aug

Sept

Octob Nov

Dec

Jan

Feb

March April

Figure 3. Phases of the DP Course.
The preparation phase During this phase the leading instructor selects the clients and students
for the course and, together with the department head, allocates the instructors for the current
academic period. In the Finnish system the academic period starts in September and ends in
May. The leading instructor negotiates the project task with the clients and encourages them to
adopt the role of a demanding customer as far as the student group is concerned. The client
typically represents an IT firm such as a software house or the IT department of an industrial
organisation, for example. The tasks range from extreme coding projects to developmental
projects and research. They are typically ill defined and need to be redefined as the project
progresses.
The start-up phase The project course starts at the beginning of September with lectures and
orientation exercises for the students. The group is formed before the task-exhibition session
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when the client representatives present the project tasks. The students then negotiate the tasks.
By the end of the start-up phase all individual students will have been placed in groups and the
project tasks and clients allocated to them. Similarly, instructors will have been nominated for the
student groups.
The guidance phase The focal student project is implemented during the guidance phase, which
starts with a meeting with the group instructor. Soon after that, the group and the client
representatives start their collaboration with the first workshops and a formal board meeting.
Each student is expected to use 275 hours in implementing the project task and 125 hours in
demonstrating project-work skills, including project leading, group work, and communication
skills. In total, a five-student group uses 1,375 hours in planning and implementing the client
project. Each student is expected to practice the role of project manager for about one month
during the process, which lasts from five to six months. A board consisting of two client
representatives, two representatives from the student group (the project manager and the
secretary), and the instructor make the redefinition and other decisions. During the collaboration,
the role of the clients is to provide the students with guidance in terms of substance (e.g.,
technical guidance), and the role of the instructors is to guide the process (e.g., planning,
reporting). The collaboration ends with a formal board meeting at which the results of the student
project are accepted. The process of the student group is assessed and each student is given an
individual grade. The client organisation pays the university 8,500 euros for the cooperation.
The follow-up phase Any formal complaints from students concerning their grades are dealt with
during this phase, and experiences are discussed for the benefit of future participants. The followup and the next preparation phases overlap.
DATA GATHERING
In accordance with the objectives of phenomenographical research, I collected the perceptions of
a number of instructors. I did this in two ways. First, in order to get personal experience of the
moral conflicts faced by an instructor I chose the participant-observation method and started to
work as one. Second, I interviewed instructors in order to collect their perceptions of the moral
conflicts they encountered in their work. Thus I gathered the perceptions of 12 instructors
(including my own). Before becoming a participant observer I started to prepare for the course
during the preliminary phase (1999-2000) of my research. I interviewed the leading instructor
together with four former instructors on the course (three of them were male and one was
female). It turned out that the leading instructor, who had started the project course in 1977 and
had been responsible for it since, was to be my key informant. The research continued with an indepth phase (2000-2001 and 2001-2002), when I participated in the course as an instructor and
as a researcher. During the first year of this phase (2000-2001) I conducted participant
observation [Jorgesen 1989] as an instructor and a full insider, overtly to identify the moral
conflicts my colleagues and I would confront. During that particular period, I learned the job of an
instructor together with a colleague, who was a DP student from the previous period. She and I
both had four groups to guide and the leading instructor had one group, making nine groups
altogether. I noted my observations in a diary and recorded interviews with my colleague and the
leading instructor. During the second year of this phase I took responsibility for managing the
course together with the leading instructor, and continued interviewing the instructors for that and
the following academic year (2002-2003). I interviewed nine instructors, in addition to the leading
instructor and my colleague, during the academic years 2001-2002 and 2002-2003 (four of these
nine were female and five were male). Their age and gender profiles at the time of the interview
were: 26 (female), 28 (female), 30 (male), 30 (male), 36 (male), 38 (male), 49 (female) and 52
(female). There was one male instructor whose age was not available. The age and gender
profiles of the leading instructor, my colleague, and me were as follows: 54 (male), 24 (female),
and 30 (male) (year 2000). The subjects were presented with the following task: “Describe what
moral problems or issues worth noting from the moral perspective there are in an instructor’s
work.” Usually I asked them to deliberate in more depth about what made the issue at hand
morally relevant: “What makes this a moral problem?”
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ANALYSIS
I analysed the perceptions of these 12 instructors (including my own) from the
phenomenographical perspective. This meant that I coded the main issues that emerged from the
data in order to acquire an understanding of the questions that were raised by the subjects. I then
started to group similar problems, that is to say I produced “pools” of moral conflicts. This coding
phase was repetitive, and I studied the extracts numerous times. I used flap boards and the
network views supplied in Atlas.ti software [Muhr 1997] to visualise the categorisation procedure,
and I treated my perceptions and those of the other instructors equally in this process. It is worth
noting that the phenomenographic researcher does not question the validity of the subjects’
perceptions but faithfully produces categorisations incorporating them all. In sum, I found two
kinds of similarities among the moral conflicts: the themes differed, as did the intentions or
objects of concern. At the same time as analysing the instructors’ perceptions I also analysed the
perceptions of the students and the client representatives [Vartiainen 2006a; Vartiainen 2006b].
The resulting referential and structural aspects, together with the categorisations, are presented
in detail in the following section.
IV. RESULTS
The core problem area in the instructor’s work became visible in the form of inherent role strains
and the need to react to conflicting expectations from all parties. Four inherent role strains
emerged ranging from the organisational level to the personality of a particular instructor:


Organisational objectives: upholding learning when the student group was trying to
achieve results in the project task. Whose objectives are to be upheld, those that are
beneficial to the client or those of the university to promote learning?



Intervention in the group: the activeness of the instructor with the group. How specific
should the guidelines the instructor gives to students be in order to maintain a
professional distance from the group and avoid becoming a group member?



Individual relations with the students: building up trust with students who receive the
instructor’s feedback and by whom they are formally assessed. Without trust the
instructor is not able to fulfil the role.



The personality of the instructor. Should an instructor who perceives that his or her
personality is not in accordance with what is expected change it?

These role strains are embedded in the results of the phenomenographical analysis. Next, the
results are presented starting with the description of the referential and the structural aspects
followed by the detailed descriptions of each category.
THE REFERENTIAL AND STRUCTURAL ASPECTS
The referential or the “what” aspect (the rows in Table 1) describes the three upper-level issues
the instructors directed their deliberation towards. As there are no priorities or developmental
stages between these issues, this aspect is non-hierarchical in nature. The first issue, outside
parties, concerns moral conflicts related to the parties surrounding the university and the project
co-operation, namely local firms, university teachers and potential DP students. The other two,
task and human issues, relate to the instructors’ work in terms of project cooperation. Although
these issues are interwoven in the instructor’s work, it was found that some of the deliberations
were directly related to human issues, and the physical presence of the affected individual was
characteristic of these deliberations. The other deliberations related to the particular tasks of the
instructor, such as assessing students and withholding confidential information, or to the role
strains of an instructor engaged in guiding small groups. I called these deliberations task issues.
The structural, or “how” aspect (the columns in Table 1) denotes the development in moral
intention from moral failure and the intention to do morally wrong, to maintaining relations and the
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intention to resolve moral conflicts as well as possible. This being the case, the aspect is
hierarchical in nature. Inclination to moral failure means that the instructor perceives a morally
relevant decision-making situation [moral sensitivity; Rest 1984] and knows what is the right thing
to do (moral judgment) but deliberates about failing to do it for some reason (failure in moral
motivation or character). Those upholding egoistical interests typically prioritise moral values in
these conflicts. Instructors in relations-directed conflicts try to find out what is the morally right
thing to do in a socially complex situation. Concern for upholding duties and obligations and
concern for the other are present in these deliberations.
Table 1. Categories of Moral Conflicts Perceived by Instructors

The structural aspect
“how”

Moral failure

Relations-directed

Deliberation about doing what
one perceives to be morally
wrong

Concern for what course
of action is morally right in
a socially complex
situation.

The referential aspect
“what”
Outside
parties

Relations with parties outside
the project co-operation

1. Possibility of benefiting by
using information one is not
entitled to use

4. Fair treatment of actors
in the course environment

Task

Implementing the tasks given
by the instructor

2. Possibility of negligence in
the work of the instructor

5. Carrying out the work of
an instructor

Human
issues

Treatment of individuals and
other human issues

3. Possibility of breaking down
under pressure

6. Maintaining trustful
relations and own
personality.

The resulting categories are not equally weighted in that most of the conflicts are located on the
relations-directed side, which represents the core problem area in the instructor’s work (including
role strains and conflicts). The categories are described following, and some verbatim extracts
from the interviews and from my diary are given. The instructors are referred to as follows in the
extracts:


The leading instructor



My colleague



My diary



Instructor 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9



Instructor A, B, C, D (interviews from the preliminary phase)

It is also worth noting that the categories are presented in the form of the results of a
phenomenographical analysis, and that they do not represent any chronological order; they are
presented in the order of the structural aspect.
MORAL CONFLICTS REPRESENTING MORAL FAILURE
Category 1: Possibility of benefiting by using information one is not entitled to use
In this category, the role conflict is between being an instructor and being a business actor. There
is a possibility of benefiting from using information the instructor is not entitled to use and which
involves business contacts. It has happened that an instructor has supervised a group working
with a client who is direct competitor or collaborator of the organisation he or she is involved with.
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This being the case, the instructor may receive information that could be useful to these business
contacts, although the confidentiality agreement forbids its disclosure and use. This problem
relates to outside parties, as the instructor’s business contacts are interpreted to be outside
parties in relation to the project course. The following example illustrates the situation in terms of
knowledge transfer:
Instructor 8: “Well, I collaborate with firms and, for example, if I’m an instructor and I have
signed the confidentiality agreement. How can the information not be conveyed to
another firm, with which I’m collaborating in research in the same area [as the group]? I
have wondered whether it is at all possible to prevent the information transfer.”
Category 2: Possibility of negligence in the work of the instructor
The instructor’s task in this category is reflected through egoistical deliberation. It is considered in
terms of guiding small groups and collaborating with colleagues. Self-interest in relation to
accomplishing these tasks, in the form of an inclination to avoid fulfilling one’s obligations,
emerged.
During the preliminary phase the leading instructor described experiences from previous years
when there were instructors with little motivation to invest time and effort in teaching; some of
them met their groups only rarely, for example. Similar doubts about the instructors’ motivation
emerged during the second year of my participation: the leading instructor and I were forced to
address the problem of the possible dereliction of duty by some of them. Because they have free
hands in their jobs—in terms of setting up their own guidance meetings with their groups and
deciding what issues to cover during them, for example—they are able to choose how much they
invest in the teaching. Consequently, it is possible that some may knowingly use their time for
purposes other than teaching on the DP course (other teaching, leisure pursuits).
Category 3: The possibility of breaking down under pressure
This category covers the personally held moral values and ego strength that are put to the test in
the work of an instructor, which may involve doing something that goes against these values.
Certain situations may test his or her ego strength in terms of considering what the right thing to
do is.
In the first example, instructor 6 confronted a moral problem related to upholding her moral
values. She was guiding a student group engaged on a project task for a client organisation
whose activities she did not approve of. As an instructor, however, she thought she had to let the
group have the experience:
Researcher: “Is this a moral problem, and if so, what makes it a moral problem?”
Instructor 6: “Well, yes it is. I have a role, and I’m supposed to bring students to work in
the kind of organisation I would not wish to work in.”
Researcher: “What makes it a moral problem?”
Instructor 6: “In that particular role I accept things I would not personally accept. Because
it’s about the group’s experience, I close my eyes.”
The second example is about having the strength to persist in what one perceives is the right
thing to do. This may emerge when instructors are expected to give honest and open feedback,
or when they may not be mentally capable of fulfilling their duties because of mental uncertainty.
For example, in one of my group-assessment reports I had to take a stand on the subject of
grading the individual group members, and I had mentioned the irresponsible actions of one
student. After the assessment meeting I confronted the particular student in the project space and
had a short discussion with him. The confrontation made me think about moral conflict related to
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ego strength: the fact that I might later have to confront the students I had subjected to punitive
measurements could affect the grading process:
My diary: “How should I relate to this individual as a human being when I’m subjecting
him to punitive measures because of his actions? … How can I confront these sanctioned
individuals? To what extent does my fear related to this affect the grades that I give? At
the back of my mind these issues affect my thinking, although I would like to make
decisions objectively and calmly like a state officer going about his work. I have to stick to
my position and the duties involved even though it builds a wall between my students and
me.”
RELATIONS-DIRECTED MORAL CONFLICTS
Category 4: Fair treatment of actors in the course environment
The concern in this category is with the fair treatment of the actors involved. Potential client
organisations and other firms affected by the course, students applying for a place on it and
potential instructors are the parties in question here. There is a threat to justice when a
representative of one party is treated in a way that could not be universalised to all its
representatives. Each party is considered in turn in the following.
To start with the selection of students is the course is obligatory and they are accepted on it if
they have completed the required preliminary courses. A student without adequate background
knowledge might not be able to carry out the project task, and might even prevent other group
members from acquiring the relevant skills. Similarly, if a student does not have time for the
course, the group work could suffer. During the selection process at the beginning of the first and
second years the leading instructor and I confronted moral conflicts in making decisions on the
so-called borderline cases, when a student may not have completed a required course but had
other background experience, in working life for example. Because the rejections and selections
were the result of intuitive deliberation and there were no clear guidelines, I interpreted this to be
a moral conflict.
The question of the just treatment of university teachers arose in the context of allocating staff to
the DP course and nominating teachers as DP instructors. This type of conflict emerged at the
beginning of one course when we had a shortage of instructors. The department head decided to
order some teachers to do the work. As a result, during the course the leading instructor and I
confronted the most troublesome and painful moral conflicts related to colleague relationships: we
were forced to deliberate about the work ethic of a number of colleagues, and about their
suitability for this kind of work. It appears that not all university teachers are suited to small-group
guidance, and personal qualities and willingness should therefore be taken into account in
selecting them for, or even ordering them to do the job of a DP instructor.
Moral conflicts related to the local business community emerged in the way that the course
fosters co-operation with numerous local (IT) firms, and such co-operation may cause instability
in the markets in at least two ways. First, regular cooperation with particular IT firms may make
the DP course easier to manage. However, it may not be considered fair by other firms because
the university would thus be seen as favouring the former by offering them cheap labour. Second,
student groups work on projects that could be supplied by local firms, whose territory the course
may thus invade. The fact that the student projects produce valuable results is, according to the
leading instructor, problematic from the moral viewpoint:
The leading instructor: “It is not in accordance with the university policy or morality if we
invade someone’s territory, but we should teach people … we should not compete with
firms about the [project] tasks. This is quite a big question that we’re forced to consider.
That’s why I want to promote the idea that learning is put first. I don’t want any costbenefit thinking here.”
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Some client representatives may set conditions, which would mean giving them or their future
student group special treatment. Adherence or non-adherence to these conditions comprises a
potential moral conflict, as treatment of clients should be fair. For example, the leading instructor
felt that fair treatment was at stake when the client representatives wanted to influence the
allocation of instructors to the groups (a certain instructor should or should not guide the group).
Category 5: Carrying out the work of an instructor
This category involves the carrying out of an instructor’s duties and obligations. As the conducting
of these work tasks affects other parties involved in the project collaboration, the deliberations are
relations-directed. The other parties include students, instructors, and client representatives. The
following themes emerged from the instructor’s experiences:


Inherent role strains in an instructor’s work (learning vs. results, activeness of instructor);



Conflicts with the other roles the instructor may have;



Confidentiality of information;



Assessment.

INHERENT ROLE STRAINS IN AN INSTRUCTOR’S WORK
Two morally problematic types of role strain regarding the work tasks emerged (the other types
are reported in the section on human issues). The first of these concerned the setting up of the
academia-industry relationship, in terms of whose objectives are to be attained is those of
university or those of the clients. Second, there is conflict involved in keeping a professional
distance from the group one is guiding.
To start with the first of these, collaboration setting between the university and the firm is a
potential source of role conflict as the university promotes learning and development and the
private firm aims to benefit from the collaboration. On the one hand, the learning aspects include
the university’s institutional role as an educator and the instructors’ duties to provide the students
with long-term knowledge. On the other hand, the client collaborates in order to gain benefit and
its representatives also have expectations concerning the instructor’s role in getting the project
completed and producing good results. These two aspects are stressed to varying degrees. This
has moral significance, because stressing one aspect may affect the other aspect negatively, and
for the instructors upholding learning (concentrating on the project process rather than the
results) was perceived as a fundamental duty. The leading instructor considered it his duty to
defend the learning aspects, because without them student projects in a university setting would
become similar to regular jobs. He thought this would be a negative consequence because
experiments that support students’ learning should be allowed in this environment:
The leading instructor: “Perhaps we have come closer to real work. But is it right? Is it
worth achieving? Will this become a job among other jobs? This is a unique environment
in which the students can learn and develop experimental thinking . … Here, if it wishes,
a student group may produce a product … with two kinds of equipment to observe which
was better. … We should be able to do these kinds of experiments. It shouldn’t be too
serious. … This isn’t a nice hobby any more ... this is serious business nowadays ... it’s
not about the project payment; it’s about the working time you need to spend. It’s far
more expensive for the firm.”
For example, a group (and its instructor) may find a conflict between efficiency and learning; in an
extreme case, a talented programmer who concentrates on programming does not learn anything
about managing the group, and the others do not learn anything about programming. This may
lead to a very good result and a very satisfied client, but the goal of providing all students with
experience of a variety of tasks is not achieved.
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Second, experienced instructors referred to role strain during the preliminary phase. They defined
their work roles in terms of metaphors expressing degrees of activeness. Activeness determines
how much the instructor intervenes in the actions of the group, the extent to which he or she
gives clear guidelines and hints, and the extent to which he or she asks questions of students.
Two of the metaphors used concerned dog teams and mothers and children, as described below.
The leading instructor introduced the dog-team metaphor: the instructor rides at the back on a
sleigh driving the dog team, shouting hints and advice to the dogs:
The leading instructor: “The basic idea of guiding is contained in the model of riding with
a dog team … the instructor is on a sleigh at the back, shouting hints, which are more or
less understood and which steer the team in the right direction.”
According to this metaphor, the rider, i.e. the instructor, should avoid taking the leading position
and giving the group instructions that are too specific. As the leading instructor said, the instructor
may fail by taking the role of the leading dog — starting to plough the snow at the front. This may
happen if the instructor is an expert in the field covered by the project task.
The second metaphor was put forward by instructor D, who described his relationship with the
group as that between a mother and her child: the mother does not need to be constantly in the
same room as the child, but the child should be aware of the presence of the mother. In the same
way, it is good for the group to be aware that the instructor is available, but he or she does not
necessarily need to be constantly by their side.
The instructors used the above-mentioned metaphors in order to find a balance between giving
direct instructions and supporting the students’ learning. This dilemma was a regular topic in the
instructors’ meetings, and novice instructors learning the job found it particularly hard not to issue
direct instructions. This was the case for instructor 4, who considered this issue a moral problem
because she had the habit of providing her groups with down-to-earth instructions:
Researcher: “What makes this a moral problem?”
Instructor 4: “Well, it is, because — well I feel that in guiding, if you provide the group with
instructions, or guidelines, not even instructions but rough guidelines, it’s considered
worse than if the group is left alone in the dark.”
Providing student groups with the opportunity to learn from their own experience may, according
to instructor 7, mean taking time resources from the substance work and from learning other
things. But if she drew the students’ attention to the faulty plan, they would not learn from
experience what it means if something goes wrong:
Instructor 7: “Yes. Let’s use the phase model as an example about what I just said. If the
instructor perceives that the phase model is wrong, so the instructor should let it be
wrong and wait for the students to realise that it’s wrong. This means that if we wait for
the students to realise it, it may take a month or more. … And this means that it’s time
taken from the substance work. … Or, if we intervene right away and tell them that the
phase model is wrong, they won’t learn from their own experience, but they will have time
to learn other things.”
THE INSTRUCTOR ROLE IN CONFLICT WITH OTHER ROLES
Other roles inside and outside the university conflicted with the instructor’s role. Inside the
university research and teaching obligations compete for time resources, and the instructor may
even be a fellow student. From outside the pressure comes from friends, for example. The
emergence of these role conflicts is described in the following, and examples are given.
A DP instructor is a university teacher performing two separate roles: that of a researcher and
that of a teacher. Each role or work task requires time resources, and instructors involved in
research and other teaching activities in particular found themselves having to prioritise. I also
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had to face this problem. Instructor 1, who wanted to do his work well, described his prioritisation
problem as follows:
Instructor 1: “Well, for example, yesterday we had an instructors’ meeting, didn’t we? I
couldn’t go to it because we had a lecture [for another course] at the same time. Then I
had this dilemma — which should I choose? I wasn’t lecturing, but it was a start-up
lecture, which all the lecturers were supposed to attend. …”
Researcher: “What makes this a moral problem?”
Instructor 1: “Well, you work here, and you want to do your work well. You have different
tasks. If you’re asked to do two things at the same time, which of them do you choose?
One will not get done. That’s the problem.”
My colleague was a DP student from the previous year. When she discussed issues with her
students as a comrade they told her things they probably would not have told an ordinary
instructor. In such a case, could she as an instructor use the information she received as a fellow
student? For example, in an assessment situation she might feel duty bound to do so. She
deliberated on this conflict, as the following extract illustrates:
My colleague: “… well, I’ve had some freeform discussions with these students, and the
borderline between talking to them as a fellow student and talking as their instructor is
vacillating. … as a fellow student I can’t use the information against the group, for
example if I have heard that he [a student in a group] has been at home for five days and
has done nothing.”
Instructor 1’s close friend, who was working for an IT firm, asked for certain details about a
student under his guidance. This created a morally significant conflict between the roles of friend
and instructor. With a friend one should be able to discuss openly, but one’s duties as an
instructor may rule out some subjects:
Instructor 1: “A friend of mine’s working for a local IT firm. He asked me about a group
member [of a group I was guiding]. He was looking for someone writing a thesis or
something like that. He asked what kind of a person this student was. Then I started to
think about what I could tell him. As I see it, there’s a clause in the contract that prohibits
providing information. …”
Researcher: “Was this a moral problem?”
Instructor 1: “Yes. Well, I was a good friend, and with good friends you have no secrets
and you can discuss anything.
CONFIDENTIALITY OF INFORMATION
Instructors find out information about their students when they observe and assess their actions.
In some cases, often during private discussions, they are entrusted with very sensitive
information about personal problems. In the spirit of collegial support the instructors discuss
problems with student groups and talk about individuals. During the first and second years I
perceived that defining the borderline between what could and should not be disclosed to other
instructors about students created a moral conflict because the instructors needed collegial
support in their work, but were uncertain about what could be disclosed to their colleagues.
ASSESSMENT
The central university administration requires that students on the DP course are graded on a
scale from 1 to 3 (3 being the best grade). The focus of the assessment is the development of
group processes as in the group work, leading, and communications. At the end of the course
each party — the student group, the client representatives and the instructors — write a reflective
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report about the functioning and development of the student group. The group, its instructor, and
the leading instructor read the reports before meeting for a final assessment discussion. Once all
the groups have had this discussion the instructors meet to determine the grades for each group.
It is here that difficulties arise when the instructors transfer qualitative assessments to a
quantitative scale. Grading the groups and giving individual grades requires knowledge about the
group and its members, but the instructor’s role as an outsider creates uncertainty in the grading
process. For example, one instructor specified the reasons why assessment is considered hard:
Instructor A: “The instructors have different backgrounds, different experiences, different
visions — it’s not an easy task to guarantee that all assessments relating to 12 groups
are just. Producing examination results is easier because everything in the examination
paper — you assess with regard to it. The project consists of discussions … you’re
compelled to provide a grade … I think this is the hardest issue … Giving a grade is a
kind of moral problem. To some extent it is, at least. What is just and what is not.”
During the first year of the in-depth phase, my colleague and I were concerned about the
assessment procedure: how could we assess students when as instructors we were outsiders in
our relationship with our groups? My colleague had been a student on the DP course the
previous year, and although she was familiar with the assessment procedure she felt that the
distance between her and the reality within the project created a problem:
My colleague: “How should I relate when I feel I’m one kilometre away from reality? In
practice, how can I really say what I think and what these issues really are about?
Because I couldn’t do it last year, and at that time I was a member of a project team.”
Category 6: Maintaining trustful relations and own personality
This category concerns human relations, and in particular the role strains faced by instructors in
building up trust with students and maintaining their own personality, and in their relations with
other instructors. The following themes emerged from the instructor’s experiences:


Role strains in building up trust with students



Role strains connected with the instructor’s personality



Trustful relations among instructors

ROLE STRAINS IN BUILDING UP TRUST WITH STUDENTS
The third type of role strain (the previous two are discussed previously) in an instructor’s work
relates to human relations: Instructor has the duty to educate students, provide them with
feedback, and assess them. At the same time he or she has to foster trustful relations and
encourage them — together with him or her — openly to reflect on the project process and the
problems they are going through. Trustful relations between instructor and group were found to
be essential for successful guidance work. Any ill treatment or disrespectful act on the instructor’s
part would diminish trust (and vice versa). What students may fear is that if they disclose a defect
or a problem to their instructor they make themselves vulnerable to negative feedback and a
lower grade. However, the task of the instructor is to encourage students to understand and take
on board the opposing viewpoint. They should adopt the practice of using their instructor as
means and a resource for developing their working processes, and this requires them to disclose
defects and problems openly. The instructors, in turn, find giving feedback to students and
intervening in their actions very sensitive tasks. The following gives some examples of the
instructors’ perceptions.
Instructor 3 described her observations during a group-formation session. She wondered
whether she should encourage some students to make acquaintance with a student who was left
alone:
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Instructor 3: “Should I have said to the other students, ‘Go and talk to her’? Or should I
have gone to talk to her? I thought it was wrong to leave her alone. … But I didn’t
intervene at all.”
Researcher: “Is this a moral problem for an instructor?”
Instructor 3: “Well, yes, in the way that you observed something that was wrong. But this
person would have been amazed, or even hurt, if I had asked someone to talk to her.”
According to instructor 9, the student’s personality is the object of the teaching. Therefore, there
is a conflict between the instructor’s societal duty to produce competent project workers and to
respect the student’s personality during the process:
Instructor 9: “We have a responsibility to produce competent people. It is, well, a moral
problem related to this educational duty, in a way. Well, we have a sort of societal duty to
uphold here. And then, there’s a moral problem, well, how you treat these individuals,
these students. This is why it’s a sensitive thing this project work. These individuals’
personality is the object of treatment. …. In every move you make you have to choose
your words and acts carefully.”
Intervening in the students’ actions was considered extremely hard in cases in which the situation
in the group was in some way negative or deficient, but the intervention might worsen the
situation. As an example, during the preliminary study, instructor B talked about a previous group
that included a student who was deviant in a certain way. The instructor was worried about how
this student would manage on the course. However, as the instructor saw the situation, the
student received support from within and outside of the group. It was impossible for him to bring
up the issue with the student because it could have had negative consequences — in fact he
thought it would have made the problem worse. It seemed impossible to do anything: “You just
can’t ... all in all, you don’t know what to do” (extract from an interview with the instructor). The
instructor was convinced that a member of the group would raise the issue if the student could
not do his share. Finally, “…in spite of these differences they were able to act quite consistently
towards the client,” and the whole group completed the course.
A private discussion with a student made me think about the question of trustful relations with
one’s group. The student told me about a conflict inside the group: there was a student who did
not complete the work tasks assigned to him. This information amazed me because I had not
anticipated this kind of problem — everything seemed to function very well. I also started to think
about my working habits: striking a balance between practical guidance work in building trustful
relations with students and getting the real information seemed to be troublesome for me. During
the guidance meetings I sometimes asked individual students in turn to describe what they had
done previously. However, I sensed that, as the students were adults, that kind of questioning
would make them think that I did not trust them. I therefore generally refrained from this practice;
in this particular group it was not successful.
ROLE STRAINS CONNECTED WITH THE INSTRUCTOR’S PERSONALITY
Instructors may be faced with situations in which they question their own personality, limits and
defects, and their own moral values. Instructor 4 recognised that her behaviour and attitude did
not always match what she considered appropriate for an instructor, and once in a while she
found herself in major conflict with students. She therefore deliberated about changing her
personality:
Instructor 4: “It will be quite an internal struggle in terms of who I really am in my own
personality. And given the feedback I’ve received, I might have to play more of a role
than previously — even a false role. … to protect my personality — my sensitivity, the
internal part of me. … I’m struggling with myself if I want to be like all the others.”
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A couple of the informants who did not fit into the role had painful experiences of being a DP
instructor, and as a consequence they moved to other teaching jobs or to another work place.
However, not all of those who left the DP instructor’s job were unfit to do it: the good employment
situation both in the IT field and at the department affected the turnover of staff on the project
course.
TRUSTFUL RELATIONS AMONG INSTRUCTORS
Instructors form a collaborative group and hold frequent meetings to discuss their teaching
objectives and problems with the groups. The leading instructor steered the discussions during
the first and second years, and because of his long experience he dominated the meetings.
Some of the meetings were turbulent, especially during the second year, and instructor 9
considered it a moral problem that not all instructors in the team received equal support:
Instructor 9: “Not everyone’s problems are dealt with equally there in the instructor team.
Some people don’t get the space and support that others do.”
Researcher: “Is this a moral problem?”
Instructor 9: “Well, yes it is in that the instructors come there wanting to be heard and
then they’re ignored. So, in that way yes.”
The same instructor considered trust among the instructor team to be morally significant:
Instructor 9: “In my view, well, a basic moral question in the instructor team concerns the
preservation of trustfulness. It is absolutely vital for us to keep this up. It’s an
unconditional prerequisite, a sort of baseline condition, that we can deal openly with
matters and even have these outbursts.”
During the second year the leading instructor and I confronted the following moral conflict. We
observed that not all the instructors were coming to the instructors’ meetings, and as a
consequence some groups did not receive important information, and we suspected that some
instructors were giving insufficient guidance. This led us to deliberate about bringing up the
problem with the instructors and showing respect toward our colleagues. On the one hand,
bringing the problem out into the open might have resolved the situation — but on the other hand
it might have offended the people concerned deeply if we had misunderstood the whole thing.
During the same year there was some bullying in the group. Guiding small groups was stressful
and there was a need for emotional relief — which occasionally made our meetings very
emotional. During these discussions some instructors exhibited signs of harassment toward their
colleagues: gender-based jokes were made, for example, and remarks based on another
instructor’s personality were bandied about. In later years relations within the instructor group
became dilemmatic as there were unsolvable conflicts, power struggles, and intense infighting.
Some of the instructors decided to leave their jobs (they moved to other organisations or changed
jobs inside the department), and some of them had to take sick leave (in my view at least partly
because of the intense infighting). Conflict resolution in these cases was transferred to the
department head.
V. DISCUSSION
This study revealed moral conflicts perceived by instructors on a project course in information
systems education. The results support the view that teaching is an inherently moral activity [e.g.,
Fenstermacher 1991; Joseph and Efron 1993]. It was not only the instructor’s work as such and
his or her relations with students and fellow instructors that were found to be morally problematic
but also the collaboration with firms. Participant observation and interviews were used in order to
analyse the perceptions of the instructors teaching the chosen project course.
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The results of this study are reviewed in the following. First, the classification of moral conflicts
(the referential and structural aspects) is described in the light of the existing literature. The focus
then shifts to the environment of the project course under study, the professional morality of the
DP instructor, and the role strains that emerged. The implications in terms of tackling the role
strains and with regard to future research are then presented. Finally, the study is evaluated.
THE CLASSIFICATION OF MORAL CONFLICTS
As a result of the phenomenographical analysis six categories of moral conflicts were derived
along two dimensions, the referential (what) and the structural (how) (Table 1). On the referential
dimension such conflicts related to


outside parties (benefiting from the instructor’s own business contacts, fair treatment of
actors in the course environment);



the task (negligence on the part of the instructor, the inherent role stains in objectives of
parties and activeness of instructor, prioritising the university teacher’s work tasks,
confidentiality of student information, assessment); and



human issues (pressures involved in the instructor’s work, role strains in building trust
and maintaining one’s own personality, and relations between instructors).

This division resembles the two concerns expressed in the managerial grid: concern for
production (management) and concern for people (leadership) [Blake and Mouton 1978]. Division
to task, human, and outside parties can be interpreted from studies of Boyd [2001], Barki and
Hartwick [2001], Semprevivo [1980, 114], Brittain and Leifer [1986], and Culnan [1987]. For
example, Barki and Hartwick [2001], who investigated interpersonal conflict in informationsystems development, incorporated human aspects (e.g., individual needs, interests, team
leadership), and task (e.g., project resources) and organisational characteristics (e.g., culture)
into their literature-based framework.
The structural aspect of moral conflicts concerns the mode of intention and the development of
moral sensitivity. It refers to


moral-failure related moral conflicts (egoistical deliberation, breaking down under
pressure); and



relations-directed moral conflicts (fulfilling one’s duties and obligations, showing concern
for others).

The structural aspect relates to the mode of intention in moral behaviour. Whereas the referential
aspect is connected to moral sensitivity, to the identification of moral conflicts [Rest 1984], the
structural aspect concerns the intention to pursue moral failure or success, i.e., to do what one
perceives to be morally wrong or right. Moral-failure conflicts involve either the possibility or the
reality of moral failure, and are characterised by temptations to benefit from information one is not
entitled to use or to neglect one’s work duties. Pressure to conform to immoral values and
weakness of ego strength also emerged. As a consequence, when an instructor — the leading
instructor in many cases — observed moral failure in another instructor, he or she confronted a
relations-directed moral conflict concerning how to react to such behaviour. Similar problems
have been found to occur among Finnish teachers [Tirri 1999]: when one observed a colleague
acting in an unprofessional way she had to decide whether or not to intervene. These findings
show similarities with Packer’s [1985] definition of exogenous conflict, in which a moral agent has
to react to unanticipated injustices and wrongs, with Gillian and Krebs’ [2000] findings on
combating immorality as a subcategory in subjects’ perceptions of moral dilemmas, and with
Myyry and Helkama’s [2007] finding on low sociocognitive conflict or temptations when a person’s
desires go against internally accepted moral standards. It could be concluded that there is in
relations-directed conflicts a genuine willingness to achieve moral success, to uphold what one
perceives as morally right, and to search for a morally right course of action in one’s relations with
the others.
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THE PROJECT COURSE IN ITS SURROUNDINGS
In terms of university-industry relations, the basis of the existence of both parties differs, which
causes inter-organisational conflicts that become visible in negotiations concerning collaboration
with possible clients, for example. Conflict arises from the differing objectives, duties and
obligations the parties perceive in their work, and from their roles. Profit making, the fiduciary
responsibility of a corporate manager, and the “seek and teach the truth” responsibility of
university representatives [Kenney 1987, 129; Brown 1985, 12] clashed in the case of the DP
course. Although it is acknowledged that private firms have social responsibilities, profitability, a
responsibility of business [Carroll 1999], drives all their actions. Moreover, although the DP
course is vocation-oriented, the objectives of the clients and the university nevertheless conflict:
the clients are concerned about the results and other benefits (such as the employment of
students) and the university is concerned about learning and providing students with long-term
knowledge. In addition, traditional university principles and standards, such as questions related
to the ownership of research results and secrecy issues, are not and indeed cannot be upheld in
the case of a project course run in collaboration with private firms. The literature shows that these
kinds of conflicts in university-industry relations are not rare: research priorities and values, the
nature of conducting research, and communication and secrecy standards differ between
university and industry in R&D collaboration [Stankiewicz 1986, 27]. The turnover of clients was
considered ideal in the case of the DP course in that it would prevent the institutionalisation of
relations [cf. Kenney 1987, 134]. Although lasting relations with a project course is an advantage
for a client organisation, on the larger scale, institutionalisation would cause instability in the
markets and narrow the business lines included in the collaboration. Offering “cheap labour” to
certain firms would not be in accordance with the notions of the fair treatment of local firms and
how universities should collaborate with actors in society.
THE PROFESSIONAL MORALITY OF THE DP INSTRUCTOR
The professional morality of the DP instructor is encapsulated in Oser’s [1991] generic definition:
what is needed in addition to upholding the teacher’s core values, justice, caring and truthfulness,
and professional know-how, is trustful relations among all parties (clients, students, instructors).
Trampling on any of these core values decimates trust, which is a necessity for functional smallgroup guidance, instructors’ mutual collaboration, and collaboration with firms. The complexity of
maintaining relations in an environment like the DP course became visible in the form of role
strain. Such strains occur on four overlapping levels: organisational objectives, the group’s
relations with its instructor, the student’s relations with his or her instructor, and the instructor’s
personality. On each level the professional instructor has to find a proper balance among the
diverging expectations. Figure 4 summarises the four inherent role strains together with conflicts
between the instructor’s role and his or her other roles inside (researcher, university teacher,
fellow-student) and outside (friend, business actor) the university. Role strains and role conflicts
are reviewed in the following paragraphs.
Conflicts between organisational objectives filter down to the instructor’s daily work. Although the
instructor is responsible for the process and the client for the substance work, the instructor may
emphasise these two aspects to varying degrees. It was suggested that the functioning of a group
should not be considered a measurement of the instructor’s professional skills (as an IT
professional or as a professional teacher), but in practice there is a tendency to take such an
attitude. The “work project” attitude, focusing on fulfilling the client’s needs and completing the
project task, was common among the students, and it was the responsibility of the instructor to
instil the “study project” attitude in them, to encourage them to reflect on the work they had done
and to learn from it. Similar problems concerning pupils’ negative attitudes towards learning have
been identified as a moral dilemma in Finnish teachers’ work [Tirri 1999].
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Roles outside
the university

Instructor
Inherent role strains
Organisational objectives
(results vs. learning)

Researcher
Friend

Intervention in the group
(keeping a professional distance while
guiding the group)
Individual relations with students
(building trust and at the same time
giving feedback)

University teacher
Business actor
Fellow-student

The personality of the instructor
(fitting the role)

Figure 4. The Instructor’s Inherent Role Strains and Role Conflicts in Guiding Small Groups
Activeness and passiveness in supporting the learning process mean that the instructor should
keep a proper distance from the groups in order to make it possible for them to learn
independently from their experiences. Instructors are therefore expected to provide students with
rough guidelines, to encourage them to reflect and to find the answers they need by themselves.
The more direct the guidelines the instructor gives, the more involved he or she is in the
functioning of the group to the extent in an extreme case even of becoming a group member.
Instructors who have business contacts with the client organisation might be more inclined to
exhibit this kind of behaviour.
Supporting reflective deliberation by building trust means that instructors should develop relations
with their groups that make it possible for the students openly to discuss the real state of their
project process; in that way the instructors are better able to support the group and to make a fair
assessment at the end of the course. Providing students with genuine feedback while fostering
trust at the same time requires insightful footwork.
The personality of the instructor comes into play if he or she becomes aware of having a
personality that is not in accordance with what is expected of a professional instructor. In such a
situation he or she may start to wonder about changing personality, or about changing jobs.
A reason for balance-seeking in these role strains is to be found in the learning objective of the
DP course: it is to acquire project-work skills, and 85 to 90 percent of the assessment
concentrates on the process (e.g., group work, planning, leading, communication) whereas the
results of the project are worth 10 to 15 percent. Justifying the grades requires genuine
information about the work processes in the groups, and this was dependent on the relationships
between the instructors and their groups. In addition, in finding a balance in grading their own
student groups, the instructors needed to draw comparisons with information provided by other
instructors on the progress of their respective groups. If the group of instructors was
3
dysfunctional, as it appeared occasionally to be, the assessment work became turbulent. Indeed,
the role strains and assessment obligations explain the demanding nature of the instructor’s work.
The experienced instructors found the conflicting expectations easier to cope with and less
stressful than the novices. Another factor causing stress was the apparent “learning-by-doing”
approach to the instructor’s work, and the education of novice instructors started, in effect, when
they met their students at the first guidance meetings. In most cases they had no teacher-training
3

Moral conflicts within the group of instructors were found to have similarities with the conflicts in
the student groups (cf. Vartiainen 2006a).
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background. Furthermore, a novice instructor without practical experience of the IT field finds it
hard to meet the expectations of students regarding knowledge of working life. For some of them
this made the final assessment a nightmare.
In addition to the inherent role strains were the conflicts between the different roles the instructors
had: researcher, university teacher, fellow student, business actor, and friend. When the
requirements of two roles conflicted they had to make a choice (e.g., if a friend asks for
information that the instructor should not divulge).
Given the definition of a moral dilemma as an insolvable situation [Hill 1996; Nagel 1987], such
situations were confronted in human relations, and they closely resembled the role strain of
building trust with students. Intervention in students’ actions that could have worsened the
situation dramatically (the deviant student) and intervening in one’s colleagues’ actions
(suspecting them of negligence in their work) were the most challenging moral conflicts, and in
my opinion, the closest to what we understand as moral dilemmas.
IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING PROJECT WORK
Recommendation 1: Promote a sense of obligation in industry-academia student projects.
The promotion of values is used as a managerial means of developing organisational cultures
and operations [see Martinsuo 1999]. As far as industry-academia student projects are
concerned, the promotion of values or a sense of obligation might help instructors in reducing role
strains in their work and give all parties concerned clear collaboration standards. According to
Secord and Backman [1964, 494], if obligations are given equal priority they cause strain, and
therefore role strain might be reduced if a hierarchy of obligations were produced. The following
hierarchy was devised for use in project courses resembling the DP course (Table 2). The
obligations came partly from my observations of actual conflict resolutions in the course context,
and partly from logical inference based on the results of this study. It is worth noting that these
obligations emerged from this particular course setting in which the emphasis is on acquiring
project-work skills. It is assumed that promoting identification with these obligations might help
instructors — in terms of both managing the course and guiding small groups — to control this
kind of complex social system. Ideally, the obligations could form a social contract between all
parties — clients, students and instructors. Each principle and value is considered next.
Table 2. Obligations of All Parties in Parallel with the Role Strains on the Instructors
Obligations (of all parties)

Instructors’ related role strains

1. Respect for the individual (Kant’s categorical
imperative)

Maintaining trustful relations in order to obtain information
on the group processes and at the same time to give
feedback

2. The promotion of learning and development
(fundamental values of educational institutes)

Support independent learning by refraining from providing
students with excessive guidance.

3. The promotion of partnership (universityindustry collaboration, client satisfaction)

Support learning while supporting students in
implementing the project task

Respect for the individual is based on Immanuel Kant’s second version of the categorical
imperative [Kant 1993, 95], which states that a moral agent should treat himself and all others
never merely as a means but always at the same time as an end in himself. Respect for the
individual stands as a fundamental basis for any kind of cooperation, and no other obligation may
override it. For instructors, this obligation is paramount in building up trust with students. If
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instructors violate this obligation, they may fail in encouraging students to engage in reflective
discussion.
The promotion of learning and development reflects the fundamental values of any educational
institute [Kenney 1987, 129; Brown 1985, 12], and in industry-academia relations these values
are prioritised above what is beneficial to business. Whereas the first principle aims to safeguard
the individual student, the promotion of learning and development aims to safeguard the
organisational objectives of the university (research, teaching). From the instructor’s viewpoint,
these values emphasise the importance of empowering students to follow an independent
learning process, in which the instructor is an outsider providing support by offering rough
guidelines. It is a question of supporting a student group without becoming a group member. The
promotion of learning and development should not infringe the principle of respect; providing a
group with feedback, for example, should be done in a way that upholds this principle.
The promotion of partnership means that the objectives of business and industry are respected
and the significance of client satisfaction is emphasised to the students. This implies that
profitability, a fundamental business value [Carroll 1999], is accepted and therefore that the client
objectives are also accepted. For their future careers students have to understand the
significance of client satisfaction, and therefore they should be provided with a project experience
resembling industry projects as closely as possible. This is why close collaboration with IT firms is
needed. Clients should be encouraged to be demanding — while at the same time taking into
account the fact that the students are novices in the field. From the instructor’s viewpoint, finding
a balance between the objectives of the organisations involved is a role strain. The students need
to learn from their own mistakes, but the client might benefit if the instructors speeded up the
process by giving them specific instructions concerning the content of the project task in question.
Recommendation 2: Develop awareness of the relationship between the instructor and the
group.
The role of instructor and the duties related to it should preferably be discussed at the very
beginning of the guidance process. In practice, in some cases the relationship became
dysfunctional and there was a need for closer examination. One aspect is the activeness or
passiveness of the instructor: the more he or she intervenes the less independent the work
process of the group becomes. However, instructors should keep an eye on the functioning of the
group in order to be able to guide it when called for. In order to develop awareness of the
relationship, five levels of instructor intervention were determined for the DP course [Tourunen
and Vartiainen 2002]:
1. outsider;
2. observer;
3. inspirer;
4. participant; and
5. decision maker.
Instructors as outsiders are definitely unaware of the inner functioning of their groups, but are
dependent on the information the members disclose about the work process. They are able to
observe and to assess the performance of the group in board meetings, guidance meetings, and
individual discussions with students, for example, and to inspire and encourage students in many
ways. Instructors who provide down-to-earth guidelines and hints concerning the project process
or the implementation of the task are participants. Then again, if they observe that a student has
major mental problems and is ignored by the other group members, they may intervene and lower
the pace of work. In this kind of case, the instructor makes decisions on behalf of the group. We
found a few examples of this in practice. Our conclusion was that ideally the instructor is an
observer and an inspirer, but sometimes has to participate. This five-level framework was used in
the DP course during the developmental discussions and in the final assessment session with a
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view to provoking discussion about the relationship between the group and its instructor, and in
order to get feedback on the guidance process.
Recommendation 3: Maintain a trustful relationship through complete discussion.
It is suggested that full and open discussion is a prerequisite in managing role strain in the
building up of trust, providing students with feedback and assessing them. In order to develop
their conflict-solving strategies, instructors should become aware of the strategies they use and
should aim to develop their social skills accordingly. According to Oser [1991], discourse ethics
as described by Habermans [1984, 1990] is the most appropriate strategy to adopt in conflicts: all
parties involved are able to make themselves heard and each one presupposes that the others
are equally open to practical reasoning. This kind of strategy presumably supports the
maintenance of trust between the instructor and the group. Oser found that teachers’ moral
dilemmas could be reduced to conflicts between justice, care and truthfulness, and put forward
five strategies for their resolution:
1. avoiding;
2. delegating;
3. single-handed decision-making;
4. incomplete discussion; and
5. complete discussion.
Avoidance represents the least responsible course of action, as the teacher tries to resolve the
situation by not facing it. In delegating, he or she accepts responsibility for dealing with the
situation but tries to share the burden or shift the responsibility to some authority (e.g., the
principal). A teacher employing single-handed decision-making takes the problem into his or her
own hands and makes decisions in an authoritarian manner, while incomplete discussion involves
giving explanations and reasons, and taking responsibility; this teacher knows that students are
able to balance justice, care, and truthfulness — if it is well reflected. Complete discussion is the
most responsible course of action and is further along the discussion continuum; the teacher
assumes that each concerned party is a rational human being who is capable of balancing
justice, care and truthfulness. Interpersonal conflicts are perceived as a starting point for social
learning, for understanding what responsibility and justice actually mean. Oser concludes that the
complete discourse strategy implies better teacher-student relations and an improved school
culture. This would also be the case in university project courses, in which the instructors’ way of
resolving conflicts (and their behaviour in general) affects the students’ behaviour and spirit. If an
instructor genuinely strives to uphold justice, care and truthfulness, and to adopt a strategy of
complete discussion, he or she is more likely to maintain trustful relations with parties involved
(given that the other parties genuinely want to uphold trust). Setting an example by taking a
discursive approach in conflict-resolving situations and in other acts would enable instructors to
make a project course an environment for social learning.
RESEARCH IMPLICATION
Moral conflicts in university-industry relations: The literature shows that conflicts in universityindustry relations are not rare; research priorities and values, the nature of conducting research,
and communication and secrecy standards differ between university and industry in R&D
collaboration [Stankiewicz 1986, 27]. These conflicts have attracted little interest from the moral
viewpoint in IS. As moral conflicts in this study emerged as critical, it is assumed that other
collaboration forms such as training programmes, research-centre activities and industry advisory
boards [Watson and Huber 2000] may harbour them. Therefore, future studies should investigate
the moral side of different forms of industry-academia relations.
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EVALUATION OF THE STUDY
The research was evaluated according to principles put forward by Klein and Myers [1999], and a
full description of the evaluation is to be found in Vartiainen [2005b]. Next, the principles of most
significant importance in relation to this study are considered.
First, let us consider the fundamental principle of the hermeneutic circle, which is the basis of
hermeneutics. According to this principle, human understanding is achieved by iterating between
the parts and the whole. In other words, we come to understand a complex whole from the
meanings of its parts and their interrelationships and by iterating back and forth with
interpretations until unresolved contradictions or gaps are filled. The hermeneutic circle is
actualised in this interpretive study in the determination of categories with referential and
structural aspects that constitute the second-order perspective of instructors’ perceptions.
Second, two principles, interaction between researchers and subjects, and suspicion, emerged.
The twelve subjects represented instructors on a single project course offered by a Finnish
university, and the researcher himself was one of those subjects. The descriptions of moral
conflicts were treated equally regardless of whether the source was the researcher, the leading
instructor, my colleague, or any other of the nine instructors. However, there are influential
sources of bias in this setting. My presence and activities at various stages as a researcher, an
instructor and a co-worker with the leading instructor definitely affected the subjects. While
participating I directed my colleague instructors to deliberate about the real moral conflicts they
confronted during the course. This could be considered both a strength and a weakness of this
study; my intervention led the instructors to deliberate using concepts they would not otherwise
have considered, and by participating fully in the actions at the research stage I acquired genuine
experience of the problems associated with the guidance meetings and assessment, for example.
From the instructors’ viewpoint, however, fears of being shown up [see problems of interviewing
in Fielding 1993] were significant, and therefore it is impossible to assess what they left unsaid or
even invented in their expressions. As an example, there was one instructor who did not disclose
the problematic issues raised by another, which dealt with problems in their relationship.
However, some of the instructors revealed that they were concerned about their personality and
well-being, and about how they were able to carry out their work tasks. Therefore, at least for
some of them, the fear of being shown up was not as strong as it might have been for others.
Regardless of this, there were quantitatively fewer moral-failure-related moral conflicts than
relations-directed moral conflicts reported in this study. This means that it was mentally
impossible for the instructors to express such conflicts, that they did not interpret such conflicts as
moral ones, or that there simply were no such conflicts. The two first reasons seem more
plausible than the third. For example, none of the subjects confessed to being negligent with
regard to their work tasks, but this was the implication from other instructors’ statements. Related
to this, Mattson [1998] argues that the study of individuals’ morality must take place in various
situations because if we approach criminals or anyone else we may just get the picture of his or
her moral ideology formed for the interview situation.
During the first year of the in-depth phase, my colleague and I had a relationship with the leading
instructor that resembled a master-apprentice relationship. As I see it, the process of socialisation
as described by Swap et al. [2001] took place between the leading instructor, my colleague, and
me. The learning of the instructor’s work was based on discussions, which concerned the role of
the instructor in the group, for example, the difficulties arising in these groups and how to handle
them, and even some difficulties regarding the instructors, their relations and motivations. The
discussions took place in regular instructor meetings, but also during coffee breaks and lunches.
Although there was an atmosphere of free and open discussion among the instructors, the
leading instructor dominated: after all, he had more than 20 years of experience in small-group
guidance and course coordination.
How does becoming a total insider or “becoming the phenomenon” [Jorgensen 1989, 62] affect
the research? Immersion in the DP course could be considered both a strength and a limitation of
this study. Although struggling with the problems provided me with a profound understanding of

Moral Conflicts in Teaching Project Work: A Job Burdened by Role Strains by T. Vartiainen

Communications of the Association for Information Systems (Volume 20, 2007) 681- 711

706

the course, it is possible that I could not see all critical aspects from the inside. This might apply
especially to someone who was developing his professional skills and focusing on everyday
problems at the same time. As far as the DP course is concerned, it would have been possible to
refrain from participating as an instructor in order to observe the events, but in that case access
to all the critical discussions may not have been possible.
The status of the leading instructor as the pedagogical brains behind the course also affected the
results. The emphasis on the learning aspect above the objectives of the clients was a result of
the leading instructor’s continuous efforts. As university teachers without experience of guiding
small groups took on the instructor’s job each year, the discussions in the instructors’ meetings
were concentrated on the very basic issues concerning the job. In my view, this is a strength as
far as this research is concerned as it forced us on numerous occasions to deliberate on the core
problems of our work.
As a researcher participating fully in the instructor’s work, and in later years as the next leading
instructor, at the moment I personally find the resulting categorisation and my colleagues’
perceptions meaningful in the research context. Lacity and Janson [1994, 149] see validity in
interpretive research in terms of its acceptance by the scientific community. Therefore, it is left for
other researchers to assess whether or not the results of this study are valid and worthwhile.
Third, according to the principle of abstraction and generalisation, the researcher has to show
how these two concepts relate to the field-study details. Although interpretive studies are
conducted in unique circumstances, these unique aspects may be related to ideas and concepts
that apply to other situations. I explained how I collected and analysed my data in the context of
the study design, and in the results section I presented aspects and categorisations together with
extracts from the data. In terms of generalisation, because this study is an in-depth case study,
the results are not directly generalisable to other project courses. However, they do point to some
problem areas that could be deliberated in other project courses — especially ones resembling
the course I studied. The comparison with the relevant literature strengthens my view that the
study highlighted the most significant features of moral conflicts in student projects.
VI. CONCLUSIONS
This study reported the moral conflicts perceived by instructors on a project course in computing.
The objective of the course in question is to acquire project-work skills through implementing a
project task for a real-life client. Participant observation and interviews were used as datagathering methods, and phenomenography was used in the analysis. Six types of moral conflicts
were identified, reflecting two aspects of the phenomenon. The first relates to conflicts involving
outside parties, and task-related and human issues, and the second to deliberation about
performing morally wrong acts or maintaining relations. An instructor failing in moral behaviour
(e.g., neglecting work tasks) sometimes caused other instructors to confront relations-directed
moral conflicts when they had to decide whether or not to intervene (e.g., the leading instructor
deliberated on whether he should intervene). The core problem area in the instructor’s work
became visible in relations-directed moral conflicts in the form of inherent role strains. Four types
of role strains emerged: the first type, learning vs. results, related to balancing the objectives of
the educational institute to promote learning and the objectives of the client to achieve good
results. The second type concerned the activeness of instructor: the more he or she participated
in the functioning of the group the less responsibility the group took for learning project work
independently. The third type, building trust in order to obtain information about the group process
and to provide students with feedback at the same time, requires insightful footwork in the
guidance process. The fourth type, upholding ones personality, was a matter of concern if an
instructor perceived that his or her personality did not fit what was expected of someone in that
role. These role strains explain the demanding nature of the instructor’s work in the course in
question. Other role conflicts emerged when the responsibilities of an instructor collided with
those of other roles (e.g., being a friend or a business actor). Certain means of tackling role
strains in the instructor’s work were determined. The promotion of three types of obligation was
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offered as a means of achieving stable collaboration and coping with the role strains: respect for
the individual, the promotion of learning and development, and the promotion of partnership. Five
levels of instructor intervention (outsider, observer, inspirer, participant, and decision-maker) were
offered as a framework for solving the problem of instructor activeness. Complete discussion was
suggested as a conflict-resolution strategy for promoting social learning and trustful relations
among the parties involved in a project course. Finally, the study was evaluated according to the
principles of interpretive research. On the one hand, where sensitive issues were concerned, the
data gathering was prone to bias due to the fear of being shown up. On the other hand, with
participant observation it was possible to witness critical situations like assessment meetings.
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